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Summary: She's never believed in her own beauty; and an impending 
marriage is not making it any easier. 


1 . Chapter 1 

_**And all of your words fall flat** ** 

><strong> **I made something of myself and now you wanna come 

back** ** 

><strong> **But your lovea€"it isn't free, it has to be earned** * 

><strong> **Back then I didn't have anything you needed so I was 

worthless** ** 

><strong> ** - Kelly Clarkson, Piece by Piece**_ 

Her father had always been a kind man before her mother's death, 
taking care of both of them with the love and devotion he knew he 
should. Adair tried after Rossalyn's death, managing to keep the 
house running and his daughter cared for, his shop keeping food on 
their table and enough coal to keep the fire burning throughout the 
frigid Scottish nights. His temper awoke every few months however, 
his belt cracking as it swung at his daughter, striking her across 
her hands and back as she yelped, running from the room. 

"_Yer bloody useless girl!"_ He would yell, shoving her away from 
him. 

"I'm sorry," she whimpered, curling up on herself in the corner of 
the kitchen, the stone floor cold against the skin of her legs and 
lower back. 

"_Can't even sell ya, yer bloody hideous," _he would add, often 
grabbing her when she tried to escape, pressing his burning cigarett 
to her skin as she cried, the smell of alcohol permeating the air as 
his breath blew into her face. 



She stopped crying the tenth time it happened, biting her cheek until 
it bled in order to take away from the feeling of her skin burning 
and the smell that would fill the kitchen. She took to reading 
medical textbooks at the library, learning how to mend her wounds 
herself with the small amount of supplies they had at home. 

When he was in a good mood, when he hadn't been drinking, Adair was 
the normal father he had always been before Rossalyn's death. He 
doted on his daughter, bringing her sweets, asking her about her day, 
about school, about gossip in the town. She kept her distance 
however, spending the majority of her time at church when she wasn't 
at the library or school, praying for a release from her life. 

The day she left he was more intoxicated than she had ever seen him, 
his gait staggering and his words slurred. 

"_Ye bloody whore! Yer worthless, you hear me? WORTHLESS. Ye won't 
ever find a man lookin' like ye do! Stay with that God o' yers, he's 
the only one who could look past how ye look!_" 

She had grabbed a few pairs of clothes, shoving them into a satchel, 
along with a picture of her mother and the little amount of money she 
had gathered from helping out at the library and fled, her father's 
screaming echoing behind her, resonating in her mind all the way to 
London, the furthest she could get on such short notice and with a 
letter from her pastor hidden in her dress, telling her to go to 
Nonnatus House. 

"_Get back here Shelagh! SHELAGH!" _ 


2 . Chapter 2 

Shelagh bit her tongue, taking a deep breath before carrying the 
various garments into the sitting room for Sister Monica Joan to go 
through, settling the crate on the ground. She kneels next to it, 
poking at the fabric for a moment before her peace is disrupted by 
the entrance of Trixie, Jenny and Cynthia, the three talking a mile a 
minute . 

"Oh! Shelagh, I'm sorry, I didn't know you were coming round today," 
Trixie exclaimed, a smile across her face. "And you seem to have 
brought gifts with you!" 

"It's just some bits of fabric Mrs. Gee had lying about. She said she 
thought that perhaps Sister Monica Joan could make something out of 
them in handicraft, " Shelagh replies, getting to her feet and dusting 
off her skirt slightly, cocking her head to the side when Trixie 
reached into the crate, pulling out a strip of rich green 
fabric . 

"Shelagh, you should see if she has more of this one, you would look 
ravishing in a dress this colour, " Trixie muses, holding the material 
up next to Shelagh 's face. The woman blushes, looking down at the 
carpet . 

"I'm afraid it might be a bit too extravagant for me Trixie, but I'm 
sure you'd look lovely in that colour instead," Shelagh said, giving 
them all a small smile before exiting the room. Cynthia frowns. 



ignoring how Trixie is going through the rest of the fabric, Jenny 
sitting down at the end of the sofa to watch as she continues her 
story about an unruly patient. Instead of remaining with her fellow 
nurses, Cynthia follows the former nun out into the hall. She could 
tell something was amiss, and she had a feeling she knows what it is, 
for she too struggles with accepting herself, but she needed to make 
sure before she pressed. 

"Shelagh, wait," Cynthia calls, jogging slightly to catch up. Shelagh 
halts, turning to wait for the smaller woman. "I'm sorry, I don't 
mean to keep you, it's just, you've still not told us what your 
wedding dress looks like. And now with Timothy on the mend and you 
and Doctor Turner having rescheduled the ceremony for a few weeks 
from now, I just... was wondering what it might look like?" 

"It's very simple," Shelagh answers, not really meeting Cynthia's 
eyes, her gaze focused somewhere to the left of the young nurse's 
face . 

"And is it white?" 

"No, grey," Shelagh sighs, fiddling with the strap of her watch. "As 
much as I know that I am. . . entitled to wear a white dress, I just 
didn't feel... proper doing so." She gives a little shrug then before 
she leaves, Cynthia standing in the hallway looking forlorn. She's 
startled a few seconds later when the telephone rings and instantly 
springs into action, playing over everything she had just witnessed 
in her mind. 

Cynthia manages to push everything to the back of her mind as she 
rushes out on a call, ending up standing next to Doctor Turner after 
an arduous delivery that went a lot quicker than anyone anticipated 
but still encompassed the latter half of her day. 

"Doctor... may I ask you a question?" Cynthia queries, shifting her 
weight from one foot to another as her nerves start to get the better 
of her. She knows what she wants to ask, had been playing it over in 
her mind for a while now, even before the fabric incident at Nonnatus 
a mere few hours ago. As a nun, Shelagh had always seemed personable, 
happy to discuss the lives of the other nurses when she felt the 
Sisters were not paying attention, but with an edge of someone who 
was withdrawn and shy. Now, as a free woman about to be married, she 
seemed to still carry the self-deprecating nature with her. 

"Of course Nurse Miller," he answers. 

"Its... of a somewhat... personal nature," she adds, curling her toes 
inside her shoes. He looks down at her properly then, giving her his 
full attention. 

"I shall answer you if I can," he says, looking wary. 

"Forgive me but have... have you ever told Shelagh that she's 
pretty?" The words come out in a rush as Cynthia feels her cheeks 
heat. She knows she isn't really in the place to ask, but she can't 
help it. As much as she can sense that Shelagh is a lot happier now, 
there is still something so uncertain within her. Patrick goes to 
reply but then frowns, looking across the road at the buildings that 
run parallel to the sidewalk where they're standing. Lights are 
flicking on in the various windows, children being called inside as 



dusk settles over Poplar. 


"I... don't know," he finally confesses. "I've thought it a million 
times, of course, but I can't remember if I have actually voiced it. 
Where is this coming from Nurse Miller?" Cynthia bites the inside of 
her cheek for a moment before she comes to a decision in regards to 
her response. 

"I know it isn't my place to say this Doctor, but I do worry about 
her. Earlier today she seemed very hesitant to accept a compliment 
from Trixie regarding how she would look in a certain colour. And... 
and her wedding dress is _grey_ Doctor. She deserves so much more 
than such a bland, sad colour. She has always been so wonderful and 
supportive of all of us. I just cannot stand to think that she 
believes all she deserves is a grey dress, " Cynthia rushes, fearing 
that if she slows down she will lose her nerve. When she looks back 
at the doctor she notices that he looks as if she's struck him. 

"I had no idea," he finally says, seeming to shake himself out of his 
trance, frowning. "Cynthia... do you think you could get me that 
piece of fabric?" he adds, letting her given name slip, ignoring 
propriety as wind whipped around them. 

"Of course," she replies, nodding frantically. "I'll bring it round 
to your office first thing tomorrow." 

"Thank you, " he says, tugging his jacket closer around him as he 
heads for his car. "Thank you for bringing all of this to my 
attention . " 


3 . Chapter 3 

She entered the convent at 18, following through with the various 
tasks the Reverend Mother assigned her. She dutifully performed her 
religious vocations, learning the art of nursing at the same time. 

The day she took her final vows was the first time she felt truly 
free from her physical form. She locked herself in her cell at 
bedtime, taking a pair of scissors from the drawer of her desk and 
sitting down on the edge of her bed. Her hair fell down her back, 
tickling at her through the thin cotton of her night dress, picking 
into the delicate skin. She remembered how her father sometimes 
grabbed her hair as he threw her to the floor, pulling at her scalp 
as he removed her from wherever she had been and placing her on the 
hard stone. 

Taking a deep breath she raised the scissors to her hair, cutting it 
in one slash of scissors, the long golden strands collapsing limply 
onto the bed. She let out a small, hollow laugh, grabbing the hair 
and shoving it into the wastepaper basket hastily, tucking the now 
much shorter locks beneath the cap she would wear to bed. As she 
closed her eyes she sighed, ignoring the tears pricking at the back 
of her lids. This was her life now, and she was glad of it. She 
didn't need to worry about how she looked here. Didn't need to have 
any vanity, didn't need to worry about putting makeup on, doing her 
hair, appearing in the fashions that were lighting up the streets of 
Poplar. She could don her habit and go about her day uninhibited, 
only focusing on God's will and the work she was tasked with as nurse 
and midwife. The fabric dwarfed her figure but she didn't care, glad 
of the distraction. It made it so that she couldn't see her figure. 



couldn't see the lack of the hourglass shape that women seemed to 
want . 

She spent nearly a decade ignoring her looks, hiding, happy that she 
didn't have to care about such things anymore. It wasn't until she 
realised that she wasn't happy with her life, with being simply a 
nurse and nun, that she realised she needed to re-evaluate. After 
hearing the young nurses leave she had ducked into her cell, taking 
off her cap and glasses and looking at herself in the mirror. She 
tried to imagine herself as a normal woman, as someone that could go 
out and buy a new dress, sit in the sun all day, hold the hand of the 
man she felt she was slowly coming to love. Instead she frowned, 
hastily tucking her hair back up, disgusted by what she saw in the 
mirror. A decade hadn't changed her a€" hadn't made her any prettier 
than she was the day she had fled from Aberdeen. 

The day Patrick kissed her hand in the kitchen her heart stopped. To 
have had him looking at her palm as if it was made of glass was one 
thing, but to have him press his lips to her skin was another. She 
turned hastily, not wanting him to realise it was someone so simple 
that he was showing affection towards. As a reflex she sprouted words 
about her vows, her devotion to God, trying to make him think that 
she turned from him for the sake of her beliefs. In reality, she 
turned for she was scared that he would realise who he was with and 
be repulsed. She knew who she was beneath the folds of blue fabric. 
The plain girl from the North who held no physical beauty to be 
talked about; to be admired. She had heard him leave, the curtain 
rustling as he went. She had only turned around once he was gone, 
hand throbbing from the laceration and heart breaking in her chest, a 
sob catching in her throat. How she wanted him to truly want her, to 
love her the way she was quickly coming to realise she loved 
him. 

The tuberculosis made it worse. She lost weight, skin sallow as she 
took pill after pill in order to force the disease from her body. She 
slowly regained herself over the months at the sanatorium, but still 
dreaded the knowledge that the clothes she would be leaving in 
wouldn't hide her from the eyes of the world anymore. She knew she 
could no longer wear the habit, her love pulling her away from her 
vows and towards the doctor who kissed her hand and made her heart 
pound beneath her ribs. She picked at the dull clothing that was 
delivered to her, noting how it was all utilitarian at best and had 
been purchased simply because it was anything but flashy. She had 
bought those particular garments because she could use them to blend 
in to the crowds, sinking amidst the masses of people. If she matched 
the dull grey of London, then people would look past her, through 
her, instead of noticing her. She slid the clothes on, fingers 
shaking slightly as she did up the buttons. She frowned at herself 
when she looked in the mirror, her hair curling around her shoulders. 
Inside, she wanted to scream. Seeing her hair down was a reminder of 
who she had been as a girl, when she had discovered that she would 
never live up to the beauty of the other girls in her district. 

Biting her lip she grabbed the brush, sweeping her hair back into a 
tight knot, pressing hairpins into it until it obeyed, the strands 
secured safely behind her head, away from her face. It was better 
that way. Less people would look at her if her hair looked more 
severe, pulled back to help her dissolve into the hoards of people in 
London . 


When she saw him again on the road in the fog her heart leapt, her 



head spinning as he jogged towards her. After everything, all his 
letters, the stilted phone conversation, she knew he had to love her 
as much as she loved him. His presence in that moment showed her 
that, his dark eyes skimming over her features as he pressed his hand 
to her forehead to check for a recurring fever. It was the first time 
he had seen her for who she truly was a€" a plain woman wearing no 
makeup, her hair pulled back and tiny form dwarfed by the clothes 
from a decade before, slightly too big on her now, especially after 
her illness, but all she owned. 

She didn't blame him for not leaning in to kiss her. Why would he? 
Just because he loved her didn't mean he was blind. She knew he could 
easily see all her flaws now, completely on display. Hips that were 
of normal if not slender build, chest that was tiny, no heavy breasts 
pushing out the fabric of her blouse to draw attention from men. The 
women back in Poplar all exceeded her beauty with their looks, wide 
hips, tiny waists, heaving bosoms that shook when they laughed. Toned 
legs that could both carry weight while also drawing the eye when 
they were clad simply in nylons beneath a skirt, heels allowing them 
to tower over their normal heights and adding a swing to their hips. 
Women that looked like Trixie, like Jenny, like the other young 
females that walked the streets, heads held high, laughter filling 
the air as man after man looked after them, eyes on their backsides 
as they passed. 

She knew she looked bland next to him, a ruggedly handsome doctor 
who, although her senior, was still visually in his prime. As he led 
her to the car she had to bite back tears. As much as she understood 
that he loved her and found her at least tolerable, she had wished 
that for some reason he would find her beautiful. That he had been 
overcome and kissed her. Instead, he gently held her hand as they 
drove back to Poplar, unaware of her heart shattering in her chest, 
the insecurities from the age of thirteen onward suddenly drowning 
her again. Her father had been right a€" why would anyone ever find 
her pretty? 


4 . Chapter 4 

It's a week before he can manage to get things together, an outbreak 
of the flu keeping him busy at the surgery and with his patients. The 
entire time he wished Shelagh was still nursing as he had trudged 
through patient after patient, for he knew that her kind bedside 
manner would have put more people at ease than he could. When he 
finally has time, he invites her over for dinner, promising to buy 
take away so that she doesn't have to endure his cooking. She scoffs 
at him, insisting that she will cook and that he's just being 
daft . 

Conversation throughout dinner is light and easy, discussing the 
quickly approaching wedding along with the various personalities of 
Poplar. He's careful in bringing up the nuns, allowing her to lead 
any conversations regarding her previous occupation, but she seems 
light hearted in her speech, relaxing with a cup of tea in her hand 
as the fire crackles behind the grate in the sitting room. He's glad 
Timothy is at his grandmother's tonight. He knows that his son still 
has a long way to go with his recovery, but he could tell the child 
was getting extremely restless being confined to the house for so 
long after the hospital. Even if it was only a night, this gave 
Timothy a change of scenery at the least. 



Patrick takes a deep breath, unsure of how things are going to go. 
Since his conversation with Cynthia he had been extra vigilant when 
watching Shelagh, suddenly picking up on the way she seemed to shrink 
away from people, never really casting her own reflection a glance in 
the shop windows or mirrors she passed like the other women in Poplar 
did. Her clothes were modest and although they reflected the female 
structure, they were not truly tailored to her body, leaving enough 
fabric to hide her figure around her chest and waist. Aside from the 
little bit of time she spent in his flat before Christmas, he had 
never seen her with her hair down. She always wore it tightly back, 
almost as if she was ashamed of the femininity that the loose waves 
may bring to her. That morning before Timothy had fallen ill he 
remembered thinking how gorgeous she looked, the sun streaming in 
through the curtains and setting her hair aflame with streaks of gold 
and copper. 

"I know you're probably going to scold me for this, but I bought you 
something, " Patrick says, watching as Shelagh places her tea cup on 
the table, her eyes tracking him as he moves to the other end of the 
sitting room, pulling a box from beneath his armchair before crossing 
back to her and placing it on her lap. She looks at him with 
confusion before gingerly lifting the lid, her breath catching in her 
throat at the sight of the green dress nestled within the 
paper . 

"Patrick, you didn't have to do this," she whispers, fingers tracing 
the edge of the neckline. Its slightly lower than she's used to 
wearing, but not in a way that would be immodest. Instead, she knows 
the scoop of fabric will show her collarbones and maybe just a hint 
of her bosom. On any other women she knows it would look beautiful, 
the stylish cut, the rich colour a€" it's like something from a 
magazine . 

"I know, but I wanted to. Nurse Miller told me about the fabric and I 
just couldn't help but agree with her. You'll look lovely in this 
colour, " he replies, taking her hand in his for a moment before she 
gives him a weak smile, placing the box on the table as she gets up 
and walks into the hall, her hands clutching the edge of the 
sideboard as she leans against it, her face unreadable in the mirror 
that rests on the wall in front of her. He can see the hesitation in 
the way she holds her body, her knuckles turning white against the 
dark wood. 

"Shelagh, " he breathes, crowding up against her back, wrapping his 
arms around her and resting his head on her shoulder, looking at the 
image of them in the mirror together. She blushes slightly, ducking 
her gaze so as not to meet his in the polished glass. He realised 
then how tiny she looks against him, his form dwarfing hers. She's 
delicate in his arms in that moment and he so desperately wants to 
protect her against the world and, more than likely, herself as 
well . 

"I'm sorry I'm not... more for you," she mutters to the floor. He 
desperately wants to spin her around then and grab her by the 
shoulders until she listens to him, but he doesn't, knowing that his 
original idea of how to broach the subject was a better one. 


"Do you know what I thought the first time I ever saw you?" he asks 
stroking her arm gently, his breath warming her neck as he 



speaks . 


"No," she replies, voice so quiet he barely catches it. He can feel 
the tension resonating in her body despite her attempts to calm 
herself . 

"That you have the most beautiful eyes I've ever seen," Patrick says, 
watching her in the mirror. She blushes even harder, still not 
meeting his gaze. 

"You... you don't have to say things like that. My father told me I 
wasn't like the other girls... that I wouldn't ever look like them. I 
know I'm not pretty like Trixie or Jenny Lee," she mumbles, her 
fingers clinging into the fabric of her jumper. Instantly his ire 
rises, his mind whipping around the fact that it is her father that 
may have caused these thoughts to surface within her. How could a 
father have never told his daughter that she was beautiful? 

"No, you're completely gorgeous, pretty isn't an adequate enough word 
for you," he insists. "You're absolutely perfect Shelagh." When she 
still doesn't reply he realises he needs to elaborate more. Before 
speaking to Cynthia he hadn't realised he had never voiced how much 
he loved the woman in his arms to her. He had never told her of how 
much he adored every inch of her, feeling like the luckiest man alive 
to have somehow won the love of the tiny woman. "Do you have any idea 
how much I love the feeling of your hand in mine? Our fingers fit so 
perfectly together." He gently takes her hand, entwining their digits 
and stroking the back of her palm. 

"Patrick," she whispers. 

"Or how much I love seeing you smile? Every time you smile at me I 
swear I feel my heart skip a beat. I remember the first time I truly 
felt that. Back before I knew my feelings for you. Before I could say 
them. My entire chest seized at the sight of you, " he places a kiss 
on her cheek. "Do you have any idea how much I love you? How much I 
want you? How much I want to know what it feels like to have your 
skin against mine? I so often fantasise about what its going to feel 
like to have your hips in my hands, to know what you look like 
beneath your clothes, to watch you break apart beneath me. I want all 
of you Shelagh, so much so that it takes my breath away." 

"You think that now but... you won't always think that," she says, 
voice cracking. He feels a lump in his throat then, a sudden horror 
filling his mind. 

"Shelagh, " he presses, feeling her wrench herself out of his arms, 
her hands scrabbling at the fabric of her blouse, pulling the hem 
from her skirt as she whips around, her back exposed to him and the 
light of the lamps from the sitting room that spill into the 
hallway . 

"I am _not_ beautiful," she half sobs, fingers clenched tightly in 
the fabric as Patrick's eyes slide to the strip of skin that is on 
display. Her lower back is scattered with pock-marks, the rounded 
scars marring her pale flesh light. He knows instantly what they are 
a€" cigarette burns. His heart seizes in his chest when he realises 
that her feelings of inadequacy go so much further that just living 
up to certain standards. Beyond the gaudy personalities of Poplar, 
she had been made to think that she wasn't attractive for years 



before joining the convent if the scars were correct. He could see 
her trembling, trying to keep the cries contained as she stands there 
and he instantly needs to fix this, to fix her. 


End 
f ile . 



